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Profiles of
AfflCan AmenCans
in Tennessee
Hiram Van Gordon (1918-1979)
Hiram Van Gordon, artist, military
cartographer, and longtime chair of Tennessee
State University's Art Department was born on
September 23, 1918, m Maury County,
Tennessee. Born the son of William G. and
Louella Gordon, Gordon would rise from humble
beginnings in Maury County to become a
nationally known professor of Art and serve as
inspiration for countless aspiring artists during the
twentieth century.
Hiram Gordon entered the world during

Tennessee State University began. Gordon
attended and graduated from the community's

one of the most tumultuous periods in US history,
when African-Americans suffered through several
episodes of racial violence throughout the country.
Between July and September 1919, riots in
Washington DC, Chicago, Omaha, Nebraska, and
Elaine, Arkansas, shook many African-Americans
belief that they could ever obtain full inclusion in
American society. Yet throughout this period, the
Gordon family persevered to survive like Maury
County's almost 12,000 residents. Gordon's father,
William, worked as a corporate local barrel
factory while his mother supplemented their
income by working as a washerwoman from their
home on Pulaski Pike. Although William Gordon

World War II. Shortly after his enlistment, he
received orders to serve in the European theater.
Gordon worked as a cartographer while in theater
and had the task of drawing maps of German
ammunition dumps. At the conclusion of the war,
he returned to Tennessee A & I, earning both
Bachelors and Masters Degrees in Art. In 1951,
while still in school, Gordon received an
appointment as a graduate assistant in the
Department of Art and became a sign painter for
the university. Two years later, Tennessee State
University hired him as a part-time instructor of
art.

owned his Maury County home, he would move
his family to Nashville by 1930, purchasing a
home and working as an ice dealer on the city's
hi storic Jefferson Street.
It was from their home located at 2707

Jefferson St. that Hiram Gordon's more than forty
year relationship with North Nashville and

highly regarded Pearl High School and enrolled at
Tennessee A & I in 1940. While in school,
Gordon took various jobs to assist with the cost of
his education, working in warehouses and stores
loading and unloading cargo in local Nashville
businesses.
Gordon suspended his quest for a college
degree on May 23, 1942, when he enlisted in the
United States Army, five months after the start of

Upon the 1958 retirement of Frances
Thompson, the dynamic head of the Department
of Art and one of the major influences on
Gordon's career, he received a promotion to the
position

of assistant

professor of Art was

appointed as Head of the Department of Art; a
position he would hold for the next twenty-one
years. As Head, Gordon envisioned a department
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that would fulfill what he saw as the purpose of
art schools in America and create an environment
that would "stimulate those creative arts that give
inward satisfaction, install confidence, and arouse
new interests." 1 The Department of Art's
objectives at the time of Gordon's arrival were to
"guide students in the understanding of arts as it
appears in everyday living" and "to stimulate
students to express themselves in various media
as part of their cultural growth ." 2 As Head of the
department, Gordon continued to strive to meet
these goals, teaching his students to understand
the intrinsic relationship between art and other
fields of learning. The department flourished
under his guidance, offering students a wide array
of courses in design, lettering, manuscript
writing, and crafts.
Gordon maintained a vibrant Art
department that frequently placed the work of its
faculty, students, and famous and amateur artists
on full display for the university and the city of
Nashville to enjoy. Art jamborees, Design
Spectrums, and other artistic programs became
common features of the art program under
Gordon's leadership, providing forums for
students to explore, discover, and express their
artistic passions. During Gordon's tenure,

Tennessee State University's reputation
blossomed as a place where young aspiring artists
could thrive.
Following Gordon's retirement due to
illness and his subsequent death in March 1979,
the department took up his mantle and continues
to build upon the legacy and foundation he helped
establish as its leader. Current faculty in the
Department of Art remain active and can boast of
having their work featured on television and at
historic places around Nashville. Likewise, the
Hiram Van Gordon Memorial Gallery, located in
Elliot Hall on the campus of Tennessee State
University, stands as a monument to his life' s
work by providing a venue where TSU students
can express, cultivate, and showcase their work.
Dr. Learotha Williams
Tennessee State University
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